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Absurdism and Brecht

Here is a basic guide to both Absurdism and the theatre of Bertolt Brecht.  You should refer to these notes when planning your practical work and also as a starting point for writing essays and conducting your own research.

Absurdism 

Most plays, even when their form is blatantly theatrical, follow the laws of nature.  Their world is the rational world that we take for granted in our waking life.  In it, we assume that everything that happens has a logical explanation, even if we don’t always know what the explanation is.  The world of the absurd play is not logical.  The usual laws simply do  not apply.  There is a famous play, “Rhinoceros” by Eugene Ionesco, in which the characters gradually change, one after another, into rhinoceroses.  An audience can accept that this can happen provided it accepts the convention within which anything can happen.  This is sometimes called “the willing suspension of disbelief” and is more common than might be expected.  To a greater or lesser extent, all fiction requires it of the reader or spectator.

In the world of dreams, also, the natural laws do not apply, as you’ll see if you recall a dream you had recently.  So another way of thinking of absurd plays is as though they are taking place in a dream world.  The playwright may use this form simply as a way of being funny, as in Mr Bean, but may also use it to make a serious point, such as in “Waiting For Godot” by Samuel Beckett.  In this play, the plot simply involves two men waiting for someone called Godot.  One of the themes of this play is that of human life being chaotic and aimless.

Brechtian Theatre

Bertolt Brecht (1898-1956) was one of the most important influences on the drama of this century.  He wrote his plays not just to tell a story about a group of characters but, above all, to draw attention to the society in which they lived.  Their actions were portrayed as a reaction to their social environment.  It could be said that Society was the main character

in his plays. Because the audience is asked to make judgements on the characters and their society and not just take them at face value, various means are introduced for keeping the audience “at arm’s length” so its judgement is not clouded with sympathy.  This is called “the alienation effect”.  The audience must always be made aware that it is watching a play, which then becomes a kind of parable or moral tale.  The intention is to instruct, not just entertain.  Characters talk directly to the audience and are often representative of types:  the Businessman, the Soldier, the Mother.  The language is kept simple and direct.  Songs interrupt the action; placards make announcements and film-clips illustrate points, showing that what is seen in the play is essentially relevant to the way people live. The term “epic Theatre” is used to describe this kind of play.  As in Shakespeare’s plays, the action can cover a number of years and the scenes can be quite short and range over any number of occasions, using minimum scenery.
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